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The Immigrant's Challenge To DAHS 1
By Otto G. Hoiberg
During the half century preceding World War I, 300,000 Danish
immigrants came to America, according to an estimate by Kristian Hvidt.
Why did they come? Among many reasons, the Homestead Act of 1862
certainly stands out prominently. To the small-acreage farmers and the
hired men in Danish agriculture, 160 acres of free, fertile land looked
mighty inviting. Enthusiasm for migration was also generated by the
glowing " Garden of Eden" advertising campaign conducted by America's
railroads - a worthy prototype for today's Madison Avenue. Further, there
were the so-called " America Letters" , received from relatives and friends
already across the Atlantic, extrolling the virtues of the new Land of
Opportunity. To be sure, these letters did not disregard negative features
such as grasshoppers and drought; but the pros far outweighed the cons.
For these and many other reasons they came; and they came to stay, to
establish homes, and to live! They entered farming, business, industry and
the professions, as well as the common labor market. They founded
communities (known in early days as "colonies" ), churches, lodges,
newspapers, recreational programs, cultural associations, and most other
elements of the good life.
Implicit in all this was a faith in the future and a desire to build their
new life in America on the cultural foundations brought along, deep in
their hearts, from Denmark. Although some aspired to become "instant
Americans " by abruptly severing all ties with their land of origin, most of
them presumably had a fairly strong desire to retain their deeply valued
culture traits from Denmark and build them into their way of life here- not
unlike most other ethnic groups from abroad .
When they had settled down to life in the new land - their immediate
transitional needs having been met - they began in earnest to plan for the
future, not only for themselves, but also for their children and later
generations to come . At this juncture, a question arose: " What shall we try
to retain from our Danish heritage?"
In those days, there was fairly strong consensus that preservation of the
Danish language (" modersmaalet" ) was essential to the transmittal and
retention of the basic values of the Danish heritage. Perhaps the most
forceful statement of this belief was made by Holger Begtrup in his Danish
book entitled My Visit to America, published about half a century ago .
Begtrup contended that it would be impossible for Danish immigrants to
transmit their deeper spiritual values to their children in any language
except the Danish; and he prophesied that congregational life would
certainly wither on the vine if it had to be carried on in the English
language.
Although the language mandate, as Begtrup conceived it, has long
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since vanished from the scene, there are other voices/challenges from our
immigrant forebears which have survived and ring loud and clear for us
today. I should like to mention four of these and attempt a brief status
report on each.
·
First, an immigrant voice from the past implores us to tell fully the
story of Danish immigrants on American soil. On the whole, our postimmigrant generations have responded to this challenge in a rather
respectable manner. Among examples of such responses are the following:
the DIAL and other archival work at Grand View College; the Lauritz
Melchior Room and related features at Dana College; articles in profusion
published in The Bridge, Scandinavian Review, Kirke og Folk, and other
periodicals; Thorvald Hansen's recent translation of the pioneer Pastor
Bodholdt's Frontier Days on the Prairie; Enok Mortensen 's A Danish
Boyhood; John Davis' The Danish Texans; and oral history research
projects on many fronts .
Further, a number of mini-archives and museums are taking shape in
local communities and congregations here and there. In connection with
such developments, Roger Welsch (folklorist at the University of NebraskaLincoln) has written a penetrating little article on museums and the " dead
things". He suggests that the traditional type of museum which consists of
a collection of "dead things" such as pots, pans, tools, and clothing should
be enriched through efforts to convey the context and meaning of these
things: add period-music and dialogue to a log cabin display; and let people
taste aebleskiver, not just look at the pan.
It's good to know that our efforts to tell the story of the DanishAmerican immigrant is strongly undergirded by activities of the Danes,
themselves. Witness the Danish-American archives in Denmark, the
research of Kristian Hvidt, and the interest of Erik Pedersen, a University of
Copenhagen historian, in studying how the immigrants endeavored to
combine their Danish-learned practices with American methods.
A second voice from the past cries out to us: " Tell your own story, you
people of the post-immigrant generations! " In meeting this challenge, we
really haven't been doing too well. It is a known fact that the assimilation
of ethnic groups - whether Danish, German, Czech, or whatever - is a
gradual process, not a process which ends abruptly with the demise of the
immigrant generation.
There are literally thousands of fascinating, untold life histories of postimmigrant Danish-Americans which could and should be made a matter of
record. Our tendency is to think: "My own personal life history would not
be of interest to others. There is nothing particularly unusual or
spectacular about my life story; and even if I did take the trouble to write
it, who would read it, much less publish it? "
Well, it doesn't necessarily need to appear in print or attract national
attention . Just get it down on paper and into archives somewhere to be
preserved for researchers, writers, speakers, or genealogy buffs who might
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just care about your personal narrative and who might possibly combine it
with others to produce surprising results. Just let the narrative include your
personal adaptation, preservation, and utilization of Danish culture traits:
how these traits have benefitted or been an obstacle to you along life's
road, and what you may have done to build these traits into the American
culture pattern (for example, by active participation in the newly organized
Folk School Association of America).
A number of post-immigrant-generation life histories and vignettes
have already been written : Johannes Knudsen's Roots; A. C. Nielsen's Life
in an American Denmark; Erling Duus' Danish-American Journey; Sophus
Winther's trilogy; Julia McDonald's Petra; the Strandskov book; and
numerous biographical articles in Scandinavian-oriented periodicals.
However, there is a tremendous, relatively untouched and unexplored
reservoir of bio-data awaiting development.
A third mandate from the past is this: tell the story of Danish-American
communities, congregations, and social institutions as these have
developed over the years. Yes, we've done quite well so far: Enok
Mortensen 's The Danish Lutheran Church in America, 75 Years at Danebod,
Schools for Life, and Stories from Our Church; Thorvald Hansen's We Laid
Foundation Here, The Story of Luther Memorial, and School in the Woods;
Johannes Knudsen's The Formation of the LCA; Christensen's history of
Dana College; and many "centennial" histories of our communities and
congregations.
For those communities and congregations which have not yet written
their histories, the advice is to " get on the stick!" It is sometimes difficult
to get started, but the task becomes psychologically lighter and more
interesting as you proceed . For those who already have the job done, it is
imperative to keep adding current materials as time goes on. Remember:
the conclusion of one century is merely the beginning of another. Also,
keep in mind that it is important to include your failures and
disappointments, as well as your successes. We can learn, not only from a
congregation that is still going strong after 100 years, but also from the
"Epitaph" written many years ago at the death of a small midwestern
church which had refused to yield on the Danish language question and
hence passed into oblivion with the hard-nosed Danish elders who refused
to tolerate English (and inadvertently their young people) in their
sanctuary.
The fourth challenge is a personal one, directed to each and every one
of us: do what you can to add depth and breadth to your individual
concept of the Danish heritage. I heard a story recently about a person
who had discarded a time-worn Gutenberg Bible, first because of its
condition and, second, because "some character by the name of Martin
Luther had scribbled all over it." The not-so-subtle message here is that
one's concept of social heritage occasionally is a bit shallow.
Danish Americans, of course, vary greatly in this respect. Some think of
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their Danish heritage largely at the emotional/nostalgic level: " Julenisser"
(Christmas gnomes), "risengr<J,d" (rice pudding), and " ~bleskiver" (sometimes referred to as "baseball pancakes"). For others, the heritage
encompasses not only such emotional/nostalgic features, but also
intellectual/philosphical/religious and other cultural values: Carl Nielsen,
Bertel Thorvaldsen, Hans Christian Andersen, Niels Bohr, S<J,ren
Kierkegaard, N.F.S. Grundtvig, the folk school concept, etc.
In this connection it is important to remember that contemporary
Denmark is as much a part of our heritage as Denmark past, the Denmark
our immigrant forebears left behind. Most of us can respond with some
semblance of intelligence to questions asked by non-Danes about notable
Danes of yore; but many of us must hang our heads in shame (or artfully
seek to change the subject) when requested to name a few prominent
contemporary Danish authors, painters, sculptors, architects, scientists,
theologians, or political leaders. We all know about lb Andersen, once he
has joined the New York City Ballet; but if he had chosen to remain on the
stage of the Royal Theater in Copenhagen, he probably would have passed
us by, unnoticed.
We are proud of our Viking heritage of 1000 years ago; but let us never
forget that a modern version of the Viking spirit I ives on to this very day.
Who can forget the heroic work of the Danish underground in smuggling
Jews across dangerous waters to Sweden during World War 11? And mark
this: just a few weeks ago, several officials of the Danish Foreign Ministry
quietly went to the Danish Island of Bornholm, just off the Polish coast, to
compile a list of lodging accommodations which could be made available
for the world press in case of a Soviet invasion of Poland. Lt. Gen. Lind,
commander of the Baltic approaches to Denmark, has said that any
Warsaw Pact warship which follows a refugee ship into Danish waters will
be rebuffed . At any time refugees enter Danish waters, they will be
accepted by Denmark.
This represents a serious facet of the Viking spirit in modern Denmark;
but the Danes have also succeeded in retaining some of the good ol ' Viking
humor. While viewing the front of the Danish parliament building in
Copenhagen last year, we were informed that two sculptured faces with
exeedingly sad expressions represented the Danish taxpayers.
The four mandates/challenges which I have tried to sketch are all well
articulated in the established goals of DAHS. Let us continue our efforts to
respond to them in a forceful, positive manner.
Denmark, historically as well as in today's troubled world, is worthy of
careful study and attention by all democratically oriented countries; and
even the authoritarian police states might learn a little about the good life
by casting a furtive glance in that direction . This, of course, is particularly
true for us who claim a personal interest in the values of that lovely little,
yet culturally powerful, land.
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FOOTNOTE
1.

Abridged version of an address delivered at the Pacific Northwest Danish Cultural Conference,
Menucha Retreat and Conference Center, Corbett, Oregon , June 26 , 1981.

Otto G. Hoiberg is Emeritus Professor of Sociology and Community Development , University of Nebraska Uncoln , and a second-generation American of Danish descent . He resides in Lincoln , Nebraska . His article
Some Thoughts On Acculturation , appeared in The Bridge, Number One , May , 1978.
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